ABSTRACT . A new milkweed from the eastern and western cordilleras of Mexico is described and illustrated. Asclepias elegantula Fishbein is distinguished from other diminutive, linear-leaved species of the genus in montane Mexico by the claret-striped petals (unique in American Asclepias L.) and by the combination of very small flowers with corona segments (hoods) that are sharply deflexed from the staminal column, deeply pouched, and bear a grooved, internal appendage (horn) confluent with the dorsal margin of each hood. The species is known from only two sites with different substrates, one each in the Sierra Madre Oriental and Sierra Madre Occidental. The remarkable disjunction may be indicative of extreme rarity or the low likelihood of observing this relatively inconspicuous milkweed.
Perennial herb 25-40 cm tall from a slender taproot, apparently not forming thickened tuberous roots; stem single, unbranched, minutely but densely puberulent, internodes (0.9-)1.7-6.5(-9.1) cm. Leaves opposite, 5 or 6 pairs, sessile, linear, base cuneate, apex acute, the longest at midstem 6.0-7.9 cm 6 1.0-2.5 mm, reduced to prophylls at the base and to bract-like leaves in the inflorescence, margin revolute, glabrous except sometimes minutely puberulent on the midvein abaxially, venation hyphodromous, a pair of glandular multicelluar trichomes (colleters) present in a stipular position. Inflorescence of 2 to 4 umbels adjacent to upper leaf axils, the lastproduced sometimes appearing terminal, on minutely puberulent peduncles 0.4-1.0 cm; umbels of 5 to 9 flowers on minutely puberulent pedicels 0.4-0.6 cm. Flowers small for the genus; calyx lobes narrowly deltoid, reflexed, reddish green, 1.0 mm, abaxially puberulent; corolla lobes lanceolate, reflexed, green with prominent claret stripes converging at the apex, 3.5-4.0 mm, glabrous; gynostegium with a brown column 0.7 mm tall, corona composed of bright white deeply pouched segments (hoods) opposite the filaments, 1.1 mm tall on the dorsal surface with free proximal margins 1.9 mm tall, each hood with a white, ligulate, deeply grooved appendage (horn), adnate to the dorsal surface of the hood and emerging slightly from the hood's sinus; anthers brown, 1.7 mm, the lateral margins with corneus, deltoid ''wings'' broadest at base, forming entrances to the stigmatic chamber, anther-style head 1.6 mm diam. with deltoid white appendages inflexed over and appressed to the apex; pollinarium composed of a pair of lacrimiform pollinia joined by translator arms to a shiny, black corpusculum; ovary and young fruit densely covered in loosely strigose, flattened trichomes. Fruit a fusiform follicle, 11.5 cm, densely puberulent, held erect on an erect stalk composed of a pedicel 0.8 cm long and a peduncle 1.5 cm long; seeds unknown.
Asclepias elegantula is distinctive by virtue of several unusual features, most notably the striped petals, small flowers, deeply grooved horns, and the congested, though few-flowered, umbels. The combination of these features with the small stature, linear leaves, and deflexed corona segments provides a set of easily observed characters that readily permit identification of the new species. (Fig. 2A) . The relatively open understory harbors scattered individuals of Rhus trilobata Nuttall ex Torrey & A. Gray and R. virens Lindheimer ex A. Gray. Few other herbaceous species were observed at the time of the collections, although the presence of the congener, A. similis Hemsley (a robust, broad-leaved species), was noted. This location is also notable for harboring an undescribed species of Agave L. (R. Galván, pers. comm.). Previous collecting in Querétaro for the Flora del Bajío project did not uncover this elusive species (Argü elles et al., 1991) .
Few notes are available for the other known site, west of El Salto, along the Durango-Mazatlán highway in the Sierra Madre Occidental of Durango. The sole collection from this location was made by Johnston, Wendt, and Chiang in June 1973. Remarkably, this gathering was made from a well-traveled highway that has been a fertile collecting ground for botanists since the 1950s and is one of the documented localities for another recently described milkweed, Asclepias jorgeana Fishbein & S. P. Lynch (Fishbein & Lynch, 1999) . The floristic composition and geology of this site are dramatically different than the Querétaro locality. As noted by the collectors, the locality is on a ''dissected plateau of extrusive igneous rocks.'' Other aspects of the ecology of the Durango site may be more similar to the Querétaro site, as the specimen was collected at 2400 m in pine forest on ''sandy, grussy and black clayey soils.'' IUCN Red List category. Asclepias elegantula is a very rare species. Johnston et al. note on their label for the Durango specimen that they found only a single plant. The original collection at the Querétaro site consisted of three individuals, and a lengthy scouring of this site in the subsequent year also turned up three plants, only one of which was in flower. Although the paucity of sites and local rarity might suggest edaphic endemism, this is apparently not the case. Instead, the widely separated localities yielding few collections of this new species may be explained by its diminutive stature and ephemeral nature. Because no evaluation of the conservation status of this species has yet been undertaken, it should be considered as a category NE (Not Evaluated) species on the IUCN Red List (IUCN, 2001) ; however, the existing evidence of just two, very small populations points to a preliminary assessment of EN (Endangered).
Etymology. The specific epithet refers to the elegant impression given by the slender, delicate habit and small, but artfully constructed flowers.
Relationships. Asclepias elegantula is quite unlike any other North American milkweed, and its closest relative is not obvious. The striped corolla lobes are unmatched by any other species in the genus (in the strict sense) and are comparable to distantly related species of Trachycalymma Bullock (5 Asclepias only in the broad sense) in Africa (Goyder, 2001a, b) . However, a phylogenetic study of Asclepias based on chloroplast (cp) DNA sequences (M. Fishbein et al., in prep.) verifies that A. elegantula belongs to the wholly American clade of Asclepias s. str. Infrageneric classification of Asclepias is based largely on the structure of the corona (Woodson, 1954) . The strongly deflexed corona segments of A. elegantula are similar to those of species placed in Woodson's invalidly published subgenera Asclepiodella (based on Asclepiodella Small) and Asclepiodora (based on Asclepiodora A. Gray, to which A. elegantula would key). However, neither of these taxa, as circumscribed by Woodson (1954) , is monophyletic in the cpDNAbased phylogeny. Asclepiodella is an amalgam of geographically dispersed species centered in Florida of the southeastern United States, the Colorado Plateau and dry grasslands of the southwestern United States, and the Chihuahuan Desert of the United States and Mexico. These species share saccate corona segments with truncate upper margins but seem to represent at least three distinct, geographically coherent clades in the cpDNA phylogeny. Asclepiodora is likewise an amalgam of species from the prairies and dry southwestern grasslands of the United States and the montane scrub and forests of Mexico. Again, these geographically disparate elements seem to represent three separate, geographically coherent cpDNA clades (M. Fishbein et al., in prep.) .
The cpDNA-based phylogenetic study of Asclepias does not confidently identify the sister taxon of A. elegantula or any close relatives (M. Fishbein et al., in prep.) . However, A. elegantula is well supported as belonging to a major clade that consists of 22 species endemic to the Mexican highlands, including representatives of both Asclepiodella and Asclepiodora. Several species of this clade share the small stature and few pairs of linear leaves of A. elegantula, such as A. zanthodacryon (L. B. Smith) Woodson (Fig. 2D) of the Sierra Madre Oriental, A. atroviolacea Woodson of the Sierra Madre Occidental, and A. circinalis (Decaisne) Woodson (Fig. 2F ) of the Sierra Madre Occidental and Sierra Madre del Sur. All of these species are likewise relatively rare and sparsely distributed. However, their flowers are considerably larger than those of A. elegantula (corolla lobes . 7 mm), lack the distinctive stripes on the petals, and possess differently shaped coronas. In contrast to the truncate, saccate corona segment with protruding horn of A. elegantula (Fig. 2C) , the corona segment of A. zanthodacryon is laterally compressed, lacking a conspicuous sinus and horn (Fig. 2D) , the corona segment of A. atroviolacea is a dorsiventrally compressed lamina lacking a conspicuous sinus and horn, and that of A. circinalis (Fig. 2F) is spatulate, dorsiventrally compressed, and lacks a conspicuous sinus and horn. The coronas of A. elegantula are most similar to those of A. brachystephana Engelmann ex Torrey (Fig. 2E) , also of the Mexican highland clade. These species share small, truncate corona segments with a distinct sinus and evident horn. However, the robust, multistemmed habit, lanceolate leaves, and desert-scrub habitat of this principally Chihuahuan Desert species are dramatically different. Based upon the morphological disparity in this clade, coupled with little cpDNA sequence divergence, the new species appears to be a member of a rapidly diversifying lineage in the major sierras of Mexico.
